










horizon’,	which	I	call	the	unknowable.	This	spectral	thing,	I	propose,	is	haunting	academia—an	apparition	liminal	and	subversive,	lurking	in	the	darkness	beyond	knowledge.	What	could	be	framed	as	an	ontological	question	proper	about	that-which-is-unknowable	yet	forming	a	constitutive	element	of	being	human	has	resurfaced	in	anthropology	and	has	found	renewed	salience	in	continental	philosophy,	whilst	its	application	to	political	theory	holds	the	promise	of	resisting	the	notion	that	politics	is	(ever)	an	ontology.	In	each	of	these	fields	of	inquiry,	the	unknowable	(pre)figures	as	a	condition	of	reality—it’s	a	thing	in	that	it	is	thinkable	as	thing	or,	 for	some,	as	things.	And,	 just	as	 is	the	custom	with	spectres,	 it	has	come	back	to	us	in	turns.	 Let	 me,	 therefore,	 in	 the	 remainder	 of	 my	 intervention,	 engage	 with	 the	 three	heterodox	turns	in	anthropology,	continental	philosophy	and	political	science	that	address	the	unknowable	and	are,	as	such,	 in	my	mind,	 important	companions	to	Duncan’s	critical	endeavours.		In	anthropology,	the	unknowable	makes	a	most	notable	comeback	within	the	purview	of	the	so-called	ontological	turn.	Here	the	unknowable	appears	not	as	a	thing,	but	as	things—and	things	to	think	with	at	that.	The	editors	of	a	seminal	anthology,	entitled	Thinking	Through	
Things,3	thus	call	for	a	renewed	attention	to	things	with	a	view	to	divesting	them	from	any	preconceived	 anthropological	 knowledge	 of	 what	 they	 might	 be.	 The	 proposed	 move	 is	distinctly	 ontological	 in	 that	 it	 insists	 on	 replacing	 ‘thing-as-analytic’	 with	 ‘thing-as-heuristic’:4	the	ethnographer	is	invited	to	suspend	the	familiar	meanings	of	things	so	as	to	make	space,	cognitive	and	otherwise,	for	the	unfamiliar	meanings	of	things—those	imparted	by	 the	ethnographer’s	 interlocutors—to	be	on	 their	own	terms.	At	 issue,	of	course,	 is	 the	problem	 of	 representation—that	 what	 comes	 through	 anthropological	 interpretation	 of	things,	people,	cultures…	through	an	always-already	Euro-American	ontological	matrix.	To	counter	 such	 epistemic	 violence	 and	 allow	 for	 other	 worldings—the	 worldings	 of	 the	observed	others—to	appear	meaningfully,	the	ethnographer	is	to	concede	at	the	outset	that	much	 of	 such	 ways	 of	 being-in-the-world	 is	 to	 remain	 unobservable,	 unknowable,	ontologically	disparate.	Thinking	through	things,	it	seems,	implies	thinking	things	through	whilst	realising,	even	perhaps	a	priori,	the	limits	of	one’s	(anthropological)	knowledge.		In	philosophy,	the	ontological	domain	of	the	unknowable	has	reappeared	within	the	various	 strands	 of	 continental	 materialism	 and	 realism	 that	 make	 up	 the	 so-called	speculative	turn.	Of	those,	the	most	intriguing	seems	to	me	to	be	one	that	finds	its	origin	not	in	a	philosophical	project	per	se	but	that	of	Jacques	Lacan’s	structuralist	psychoanalysis.	Its	colourful	 proponent,	 none	 other	 than	 Slovenian	 transcendental	materialist	 Slavoj	 Žižek,5	




relies	 on	 Lacan’s	 life-long	 preoccupation	 with	 the	 Real	 (le	 réel),	 which,	 along	 with	 the	Symbolic	and	the	Imaginary,	forms	the	very	topology	of	‘human	reality’	(réalité	humaine)6—a	topology	that	Lacan	theorises	as	interlocking	its	three	constitutive	elements	into	a	type	of	Borromean	 knot.7	 Thus,	 the	 Lacanian	 Real	 is	 that-which-is-unknowable	 in/qua	 both	 the	symbolic	 and	 the	 imaginary	 registers	 of	 human	 psyche,8	 that-whose-presence	 ultimately	serves	to	confirm	reality’s	own	limitation.	Or,	as	Žižek	puts	it,	‘it	is	not	part	of	reality	but	a	kind	of	inexistent	point	of	reference	with	no	place	in	reality	which,	in	its	absence,	structures	reality’.9		Finally,	 in	 political	 theory,	 the	 Real	 as	 the	 spectre	 of	 the	 unknowable	 could	 be	understood	as	an	antidote	to	Realpolitik	inasmuch	as	it	introduces	an	external	to	the	political	(le	politique)	and,	by	extension,	to	that	what	might	be	called	everyday	politics	(la	politique).	The	 result,	 as	 averred	 by	 Susan	 Buck-Morss:	 ‘politics	 is	 not	 an	 ontology’	 or,	 even	more	provocatively,	‘the	ontological	is	never	political’.10	To	arrive	at	this	conclusion,	Buck-Morss	retraces	 the	 transformation	 of	 Karl	 Marx’s	 initial	 ontological	 philosophy	 towards	 an	engagement	 with	 the	 nascent	 social	 sciences—including	 anthropology,	 psychology,	sociology	and	economics—understood	as	sciences	of	history	proper.11	A	critical	potential	immanent	in	this	turn	meant	for	Buck-Morss	not	a	return	of	the	kind	of	political	philosophy	that	presumes	an	ontological	primacy—the	return	of	the	political—but	the	birth	of	‘social	theory	done	 reflectively—that	 is,	 critically’:12	 the	 advent	 of	 critical	 theory.	Hence,	 argues	Buck-Morss,	‘when	Marx	said	thinking	was	itself	a	practice,	he	meant	it	in	this	sense.	He	did	not	then	ask:	What	is	the	ontological	meaning	of	the	being	of	practice?	Instead,	he	tried	to	find	 out	 as	much	 as	 he	 could	 about	 the	 socio-historical	 practices	 of	 human	beings	 in	 his	time’.13	For	Buck-Morss,	the	ontological	divorce	between	the	two	differently-gendered	forms	of	 politics	 opens	 up	 a	 space	 for	 experimentation—a	 Benjaminian	 Spielraum—in	 which,	ultimately,	‘the	world	can	be	otherwise’.14	The	spectre	of	the	unknowable	is	no	longer	just	dreadful	 and	 abject—it	 recuperates	 some	 of	 the	 Lacanian	 possibility	 that	 the	 reality	 of	





human	psyche,	 inclusive	of	 that	which	 is	 constitutively	 external	 to	 it,	 can	be	not	 always-already	traumatic.			Each	 of	 these	 three	 disciplinary	 endeavours	 grapples	 with	 critique,	 either	 as	 its	preferred	modus	operandi	or	an	estranged	praxis—the	latter	sometimes	being	described	as	a	‘post-critical’	stance15	or	even	an	antithesis	to	critique.	Let	me,	therefore,	say	a	few	more	words	 about	 each	of	 these	 turns’	 complex	 relationship	with	 critique,	 albeit	 still	 from	 the	perspective	of	the	unknowable—my	‘critical	object’	proper.		
The	Unknowable	and	the	Ontological	Turn	in	Anthropology	With	its	tripartite	focus	on	reflexivity,	conceptualisation	and	experimentation	as	analytical	practices,	 the	 main	 claim	 of	 the	 ontological	 turn	 still	 seems	 to	 be	 that	 it	 is	 strictly	
methodological,	 i.e.	 its	 concern	 is	decidedly	not	with	 ‘what	 the	 “really	 real”	nature	of	 the	world	is’	but,	rather,	with	posing	‘ontological	questions	to	solve	epistemological	problems’.16	If	this	appears	confusing	that	is	just	fine	because,	according	to	Holbraad	and	Pedersen’s	The	





of	itself	points	to	its	(radical)	unknowability.	The	thing’s	very	‘conceptual	affordances’	seem	to	be	coming	 from	an	epistemic	abyss	where	 the	humanly	unknowable	reigns.	Moreover,	although	this	move	is	billed	as	distinctly	posthumanist,	the	(radical)	unknowability	of	the	thing	is	always	in	relation	to	humans.	The	unknowable	also	appears	front	and	centre	in	another	important	feature	of	the	ontological	turn—its	reliance	on	the	inherent	multiplicity	of	meaning.	Having	chartered	an	intellectual	map	of	their	turn	that	includes	not	only	the	obvious	(e.g.	Eduardo	Viveiros	de	Castro)	 but	 also	 somewhat	 speculative	 candidates	 (such	 as	 Roy	 Wagner	 and	 Marilyn	Strathern—neither	of	which	explicitly	centred	their	work	on	the	ontological),	Holbraad	and	Pedersen	 provide	 a	 detailed	 exploration	 of	 the	 techniques	 and	 terms-of-art	 used	 by	 the	(ostensibly)	 like-minded	anthropologists	 to	account	 for	 the	problem	of	 translation	across	the	different	conceptual	 regimes	 that	 the	 fieldworker	and	 those	 ‘in	 the	 field’	are	 likely	 to	inhabit.	Invention,	obviation,	relation,	postplural	abstraction,	perspectivism	and	other	such	concepts—all	are	arrived	at	by	observing	what	Viveiros	de	Castro	calls	 ‘equivocation’:	an	inevitable	series	of	‘errors’	that	befall	any	attempt	to	‘successfully’	translate	between	two	or	more	ontologically	different	conceptual	regimes.	But,	neither	for	Viveiros	de	Castro	nor	for	Holbraad	and	Pedersen	is	this	failure	to	understand	necessarily	a	bad	thing:	talking	past	each	other,	 if	 ‘controlled’,	can	result	 in	new	conceptualisations,	especially	 if	 it	causes	long-held	anthropological	 assumptions	 to	 transform	 by	 the	 power	 of	 contradicting	 ethnographic	materials.22	 At	 issue	 is,	 however,	 not	 only	 the	 ‘problem’	 of	 ontological	 disparity	 that	confounds	 translation	 but	 so	 presumed	mutual	 unknowability	 of	 people	 (and	 things)	 in	conversation,	 too.	 If	 meanings	 are	 always	 already	 multiple	 so	 that	 cross-ontological	understanding	is	at	best	unlikely,	the	unknowable	appears	as	a	necessary	condition	of	one’s	ontologically	informed	knowledge	about	the	other.	And	it	occupies	a	spectral	position	not	at	all	unlike	to	that	of	 the	Lacanian	Real:	 in	 its	paradoxical,	 constitutive	absence-presence	 it	reveals	reality’s	own	limitation—at	least	inasmuch	as	a	potential	reality	can	be	observed	in	the	field	qua	a	conceptual	regime.	











of	what	 could	be—might	 it	not	 reveal	 something	altogether	different:	 a	patriarchal	 social	order	that	both	Lacan	and	Žižek	seem	to	inhabit	unproblematically?		Dangerous,	 then,	 is	 the	very	operation	of	ontological	structuralism,	which	vests	an	outside	to	the	socially	intelligible	with	ostensibly	pre-ideological	‘laws’,	thereby	precluding	the	 possibility	 of	 politicising	 the	 relation	 between,	 say,	 discourse	 and	 the	 Real.	 This	 is	because	such	‘laws’	of	necessity	posit	themselves	as	resistant	to	critique.	At	issue	is	the	fixity	of	relations	within	the	presumed	ontological	structure,	which	leads	to	‘a	prepolitical	pathos	that	 precludes	 the	 kind	 of	 analysis	 that	 would	 take	 the	 [R]eal/reality	 distinction	 as	 the	instrument	 and	 effect	 of	 contingent	 relations	 of	 power’.28	 To	 call	 for	 unfixing	 of	 such	relations,	as	Butler	does,	is	not	to	deny	the	unknowable,	but	to	make	some	of	its	discursive	deployments	politically	accountable.					
The	Spectre	of	Commonist	Ethics	in	Political	Theory	Much	as	with	other	conceptual	regimes,29	it	is	difficult	for	political	theory,	even	at	its	most	experimental,	to	contemplate	an	external	to	itself,	that	is,	an	outside	to	its	core	element	of	study.	 Susan	 Buck-Morss’	 conceptualisation	 of	 her	 ‘commonist’	 ethics	 is	 all	 the	 more	remarkable	 for	 attempting	 to	do	 just	 that:	 to	 theorise	 an	outside	 to	both	 the	political	 (le	





positionality	also	shares	in	a	Butlerian	post-structuralist	concern	with	contingent	relations	of	power	in	the	world,	especially	since	Buck-Morss	explicitly	tasks	critical	theory	with	doing	social	theory	reflexively.33	Nothing	quite	is	for	Buck-Morss	prior	to	thoroughly	experimental	materialist	collective	politics,	and	with	it,	prior	to	life’s	many	ostensibly	‘ontic’	forms.	The	unknowable,	in	particular,	with	its	potential	for	perpetual	externalisation,	renders	ontology	politically	redundant,	if	not	outright	dangerous.		Is	it	then	apt	to	account	for	an	onto-epistemic	‘messiness	of	life’	with	respect	to	all	three	 of	 our	 conceptual	 regimes—anthropology,	 continental	 philosophy	 and	 political	theory—especially	 since	 the	 spectre	of	 the	unknowable	 seems	 to	make	 relatively	 similar	appearances—and,	crucially,	perform	cognate	functions—across	these	fields?		
Epilogue:	Spillages	of	the	Real	It	may	seem	odd	that	one	can	think	from	anywhere/anyone	but	oneself	and	that	the	direction	of	one’s	thought,	if	such	can	be,	is	always	projecting	outside,	thereby	co-constituting	not	only	the	possibility	of	oneself	but	the	selves	and	other	discernible	things	of	the	world.	Entangled	in	this	existential	drama,	the	self	survives	in	its	presumed	centrality	to	life.	But	to	think	from	the	 other,	 whether	 it	 be	 recognised	 as	 animate	 or	 inanimate	 or	 something	 altogether	
different,	seems	to	introduce	an	additional	crisis	in	one’s	living,	and	perhaps	one’s	studies	of	
what	could	be	within	or	other	than	oneself.			 It	is	doubtful	that	even	the	most	‘self-externalised’	or	‘self-pluralised’	fieldworker,	let	alone	a	philosopher	or	a	political	theorist,	can	so	discipline	oneself	in	worldings	of	the	other	that	 one’s	 own	 worldings—one’s	 being-in-the-world	 and	 one’s	 knowing-in-the-world—recede	into	nothingness.	Rather,	it	seems	obvious	that	worldings	flood	into	one	another,	co-constitute	each	other	further	and	further,	even	if	they	are	not	meant	to	do	so.	The	‘real	world’,	then,	may	or	may	not	be.	Life	and	one’s	worldings	continue.	 If	 this	 is	taken	but	as	a	basic	premise,	it	is	pertinent	to	ask	each	of	our	three	(imagined)	disciplinary	workers,	and	perhaps	Duncan,	too,	recalling	his	observation	that	‘[m]ost	of	the	things	in	the	world	are	“over	the	horizon”’:34	just	where35	is	your	field?			 Whilst	 this	 may	 be	 taken	 as	 a	 purely	 methodological	 question,	 such	 move	 might	obfuscate	the	drama	of	mutual	worldings.	Neither	is	the	anthropologist,	whose	fieldwork	is	so	 often	 posited	 as	 elsewhere,	 nor	 other	 workers	 of	 the	 ‘social’	 or	 the	 ‘political’,	 whose	dealings	with	the	self	sometimes	seem	more	easily	discernible,	immune	from	the	crisis	that	




entails	distinguishing	a	worlding	of	the	other	from	that	of	one’s	own.	It	is	in	this—again,	most	basic—sense	 that	 elsewhere	 is	 political.36	 The	 challenge	 seems	 to	 be	 not	 only	 how	 or	whether	 to	 ‘represent’	 and	 ‘translate’	 the	 other’s	worldings,	 but	 also	 how	 or	whether	 to	acknowledge	that	they	have	become	(and	continue	to	become)	part	and	parcel	of	one’s	own	being-in-the-world	and	knowing-in-the-world.	Whilst	the	ontological	turn,	Butler	and	Buck-Morss	all	warn	against	certain	hegemony,	whether	of	representational	or	post-	and	super-structural	nature,	that	is	likely	to	manifest	in	the	process,	they	do	not	sufficiently	attend	to	what	seems	to	be	an	elementary	occurrence—that	worldings	spill	over	and	flood	the	all-too-crude	 distinction	 between	 ‘me’-‘us’	 and	 ‘you’-‘them’.37	 Moreover,	 not	 only	 one	(continuously)	 becomes	 with	 the	 other,	 but	 even	 one’s	 own	 becoming—as	 Buck-Morss	avers—is	not	only	perpetual	but	also	multidirectional.	This	is	sometimes	taken	as	a	certain	plurality	 of	 existence	 (of	 ‘worlds’	 and	 ‘us’-‘them’	 in	 them),	 but	 it	 does	 not	 have	 to	 be	described	as	such;	it	could	be	that	‘perspectives’	are	different	and	‘connections’	partial,38	or	that	there	are	worldings	that	are	not	readily	apparent	to	‘us’.39	Be	that	as	it	may,	spillages	occur.	They	can	be	critical—in	terms	of	the	crises	of	what’s	knowable	that	they	bring	forth—and	political—for	they	can	summon	some	apparently	disparate	worldings	together.			 In	Cruising	Utopia,	José	Esteban	Muñoz	describes	queerness	as	‘that	thing	that	lets	us	feel	that	this	world	is	not	enough,	that	indeed	something	is	missing’.40	Note	that	the	thing	speaks	of	itself41	here	and	that	it	speaks	to	an	imagined	us.	It	speaks	of	absence.	Who	are	we?	And	 how	 is	 this	 world,	 since	 to	 us	 it	 is	 not	 enough?	 The	 absent	 something	 suggests	 an	incompleteness,	not	just	of	this	world	but	of	our	worlding	in	it.	So	we	look	for	the	other	in	that	we	search	for	that	someone/something	that	the	thing	we	know	tells	us	is	missing,	in	a	world	we	don’t	quite	know	(for	it	might	not	even	be	‘ours’	for	all	we	know).	The	unknowable,	then,	spilling	from	elsewhere,	can	be	critical	and	political,	too.				
																																																						36	For	an	exemplary	study,	see	Trend	2016.	Needless	to	say,	elsewhere	is	always	philosophical,	too.	Suffice	it	to	mention	Heidegger’s	(1927)	own	take	on	being-in-the-world	(in-der-Welt-sein)	and	its	coterminous	
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